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        And, in the calmest and most stillest night,

        With all appliances and means to boot,

        Deny it to a king? Then, happy low, lie down.

        Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown.

      

      

      
        
        —Henry IV

        Henry IV, Part 2 by William Shakespeare

        Act 3, Scene 1
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        MAWREDDOG DRIFTS

        NEW SYRTIS

        SIAN COMMONALITY

        CAPELLAN CONFEDERATION

        7 DECEMBER 3147

      

      

      Despite the hard, two-day march of pistoning BattleMech legs on frozen, snow-covered ground, the bone-wearying cold that somehow managed to leach into the cockpit, and the impending prospect of bitter, no-holds-barred conflict with one of the Federated Suns’ most hated foes, Major Michael Crown could not believe his good luck.

      In almost every occasion he could recall, he went to war with grim determination etched on his features, the kind of grit and fortitude essential for any soldier, be they mercenary or regular, to walk away from combat. But this time—this time he sat in the command couch of his BattleMaster, atop nearly fifteen meters of 85-ton humanoid war machine, leaning as far forward in anticipation as his five-point safety harness would allow. Today he was actually smiling ear to ear, bristling his beard with pride, giddy like a schoolboy in the knowledge of what he was doing.

      Somewhere out there, in all this driving snow, in this blizzard that seemed an apt metaphor for the Federated Suns’ assault to reclaim the stolen capital of the Capellan March from the loathed Capellan Confederation, marched a single BattleMech, a lone war machine carrying all of House Davion’s light and hope amid the darkness of this war. Julian Davion himself, the actual, honest-to-goodness First Prince, the leader of the Armed Forces of the Federated Suns, was on this battlefield. He wasn’t leading from some far-off bunker, or from a secure position deep underground, no. The First Prince was out among his troops, showing them how things were done, shouldering the same risk he asked of the rank and file. That was a true leader.

      And this man’s patronage had saved the future of the entire Crown family. Michael could stand a little discomfort if it meant assisting the person responsible for everything he cherished. Since renewing the Crown Crusaders’ contract with the Federated Suns on New Damascus four months ago, Michael had promised to do everything possible to ensure his battalion of mercenaries helped Julian Davion’s war effort instead of hindering it. During the approach to New Syrtis, he’d started drilling his battalion with more regular precision, cutting back on any unprofessional nonsense, even forcing himself to do PT more often, to account for the gut he’d let himself acquire in recent years. But it was harder to lose weight approaching forty than it ever was in his twenties…

      Cutting through his reverie, a transmission piped in through the earpiece of the neurohelmet Michael used to maintain the massive ’Mech’s balance: “Diadem Lead, this is Diadem Five. Traverse to three-two-seven and go to max mag.”

      Michael frowned with bemusement, but swiveled his BattleMaster’s torso so he was pointing at 327 degrees off their march vector. What was Leftenant Liam Rasmusson on about? It couldn’t be an enemy contact, not this soon. The redoubt surrounding the entrance to the Cave, the subterranean HQ bunker from which the Capellan occupiers were directing the planet’s defense, was easily a good five- or ten-minute march away, based on recon. The enemy’s forward elements probably didn’t even have them on scopes yet.

      He zoomed in his view to maximum magnification, trying to pierce the visual white noise of falling flurries around them as his ’Mech’s internal gyroscope stabilized his aim as best it could. There was something out there all right, but even squinting, he couldn’t quite make it out at this distance. Seismic and magnetic-resonance sensors indicated it was another BattleMech, one not close enough for its IFF transponder code to broadcast at this range.

      No, wait. Rangefinder showed it was well within range for the heavy particle projection cannon mounted in his ’Mech’s right arm.

      Suddenly the cold in his cockpit leached all the way into his bones.

      The ’Mech’s transponder code had been deactivated.

      “Five, this is Lead. What the hell’m I looking at?”

      Michael could hear the shit-eating grin in Rasmusson’s response. “That, Lead, is Herr Julian Davion himself.”

      The BattleMaster’s next step made him feel like he’d gone into free fall for a split second, launching his stomach down and out of his cockpit from the hard 85-ton footfall. Rasmusson was young, and probably mistaken. The First Prince was indeed out with his troops somewhere, but Michael had never expected getting close enough to ever lay eyeballs on the man singlehandedly responsible for the freedom, security, and prosperity of nearly 400 systems within the Federated Suns’ interstellar empire. Surely one of the most important personages in the entire Inner Sphere was not within visual range of the Crown Crusaders’ advance. Michael’s troops, along with a few other scattered mercenary groups, were designated Fortune Charlie for this leg of Operation Cerberus, and Charlie’s battalions were covering a different flank than the First Prince’s First Davion Guards regiment.

      But sure enough, through all the snow, Michael could tell from the silhouette of the yellowish-green infrared signature that he was indeed looking at a Templar III, and he hadn’t seen many of those among the First Davion’s ranks. Plus, the deactivated transponder made it harder for enemy ’Mechs to pick out the Templar among the formation, the untagged anonymity adding a modicum of protection against stray shots.

      “Anyway,” Rasmusson said, “your family being such a fan, figured you’d want to know.”

      Michael smiled again, even bigger, brighter, and bushier this time. He’d felt buoyant about this mission before, but now, if he undid his safety harness and popped his canopy, he probably would’ve drifted off into the upper atmosphere like a weather balloon. It was one thing to know the First Prince was somewhere out there in the larger battle, but it was quite another to actually see the man himself, to know the Crown Crusaders were personally responsible for his safety. A small way to repay everything House Davion had done for the Crown family going back at least three generations. Michael would’ve marched to the edge of the world barefoot if that’s what the First Prince wanted, frostbite be damned.

      But something niggled at the back of his thoughts. If the First Davion Guards’ advance on the redoubt surrounding the Cave had come this close to Fortune Charlie’s flank, that meant⁠—

      His comm activated in this disturbing silence. “Charlie Two, Cross Three-One.”

      Michael keyed his transmitter to respond to Major Amber Zemaitis from Third Battalion of the Fifth Crucis Lancers. “Charlie Two actual, go ahead.”

      “Recon shows enemy units heading toward your eastern flank. Head to nav point Tango-Six. If you hold there, you can be the anvil to our hammer.”

      A brief glance at his radar display confirmed the intel. Had he been in command of Fortune Charlie, he’d have ordered the same thing. The Crusaders always made excellent anvils.

      “Acknowledged, Three-One. Heading to Tango-Six.”

      The channel cut out, and when Michael glanced back out through his canopy, he realized his zoomed-in view had lost sight of Julian’s ’Mech. Even when dialing back his magnification and swiveling his BattleMaster’s torso about twenty degrees in either direction, he still couldn’t spot the Templar III.

      Didn’t matter though. The First Prince was out there fighting alongside them, even if Michael couldn’t see him directly.

      After a grunt of irritation at losing his guiding light, he relayed orders to the rest of his troops. It took about half an hour to get the whole Crusaders’ battalion in place and ready for the incoming flanking maneuver at Tango-Six, and all the while, Michael knew the gulf between the First Prince’s ’Mech and his own was growing wider each passing second. No plan survives enemy contact, but if nothing truly catastrophic had gone wrong, Julian was likely somewhere in the network of tunnels leading to the Cave itself, the nerve center of the whole Capellan defense. If Charlie could hold the back door long enough for Julian to take the Cave, then all that came after would be the strangled death rattle of the enemy defense not realizing its head had been struck from its shoulders.

      Everything ultimately hinged on the Crown Crusaders’ ability to stop this flanking maneuver cold, and by God and Davion, nothing—nothing at all—would get through this screen.

      Tango-Six lay about two kilometers east of the Cave’s defenses, and from this vantage, the intensifying blizzard made it harder to pick out incoming targets, even on thermal. Michael felt like he was watching a dead channel tuned to static, not about to be in for the fight of his life. He could barely even make out Rasmusson’s Zeus or Sergeant Karan Bhargava’s Victor, two 80-ton assault ’Mechs not even ten meters away from him on either side. Normally the Crusaders painted their ’Mechs and tanks gold with blue and red highlights, but the tech team, led by Michael’s brother Nathaniel, had complied with Zemaitis’ request to repaint everything in arctic camo for this mission. And damn, that was making it really hard to see the rest of his command lance on visual.

      At least the snow offered the Crusaders one distinct advantage: Captain Edward Asheton’s armor company had used some of the massive snow drifts to position themselves in defilade, which would make the enemy think the Crusaders’ anvil small enough to skirt around. And that—that would prove the Capellans’ downfall.

      Michael held his breath while awaiting the incoming enemy tide. He could see them on his tactical map, from recon data and estimated positioning, but all of that was educated guesses. A lot could go south if Fortune Charlie’s liaison had been wrong about Tango-Six being the best spot. But he and his troops were paid to follow orders.

      Still, everything washed over him as secondary concerns. He’d seen the First Prince himself! He could envision it now: the grandkids he’d have someday, running up to him and saying, Grampa, Grampa, tell us the story of how you held off the Capellan cavalry force and saved the First Prince from certain death! He’d embellish a little, of course—figured he’d earned the right to by that age—and then they’d bask in that same glory as he told of how that battle, like every battle, started with the very first shot ringing out.

      When that sizzling laser beam slashed out at him, he didn’t mind.

      He was right where he was needed—right where he was meant to be.

      And every missile and autocannon round fired in his general direction was one less shot at the leader of House Davion, one less chance to snuff out the light of freedom trying to pierce the darkness.

      In any other battle, Michael would’ve banished the prideful smile to concentrate on the fight, but not this one.

      “Here they come!” he called out to his troops over comms. “Death before dishonor!” The Crown family motto, the Crown Crusaders’ mission statement.

      And like a responsive reading at a New Avalon Catholic mass, the Crusaders all responded in earth-shaking unison:

      “Death before dishonor!”

      Michael switched over to magnetic resonance sensors, the only visual mode that could reliably pick out targets in this storm, and took aim at what his battle computer tagged as a Capellan Men Shen. “All Diadem units, this is Diadem Lead. Weapons free, weapons free! Light ’em up!”

      He knew the moment Captain Asheton’s tank company opened fire because he could feel the mini-earthquake kick of twelve hull-down tanks firing their main guns in an almost uncanny unison at the swiftly approaching wall of Capellan metal. Wireframe shapes representing the metallic content of the Fourth McCarron’s Armored Cavalry ’Mechs stumbled, and some shapes collapsed until their sensor silhouettes read as prone targets. Others hesitated under the raw destruction of Asheton’s initial barrage.

      “That’s right, you Cappie bastards,” Michael said quietly enough his neurohelmet’s microphone wouldn’t pick it up. “Just now realized you’re caught in a pincer, haven’t you?”

      His mustache and beard bristled with glee as he aimed at a staggering sensor shape, a misshapen polygon representing another metal BattleMech piloted by a flesh-and-blood pilot like himself. But the difference between him and that indistinct blob trying to evade this trap was that this Capellan believed in autocracy, not freedom. They wanted to snuff out the Davion candle and let their Chancellor govern New Syrtis and other Federated Suns worlds with absolute dictatorial authority. Michael could not let that happen.

      Thumbing off the safety cover on his primary firing stud, he aimed his targeting reticule on the blob’s center mass…led his target a little to account for the velocity…then pulled the trigger.

      His ’Mech kicked a little from the heavy particle projection cannon’s discharge—felt like the ’Mech had hiccupped—and warmth from the waste heat flooded his cockpit for the first time since beginning this icy march. Fractions of a second after he fired, the PPC’s barrel sent a battering ram of charged particles into the Capellan ’Mech. Had he been able to rely on visual, Michael knew he would’ve seen a gorgeous display of armor plates shattered and melted by the kinetic force and heat of the cerulean beam. But magnetic anomaly detection painted the hit in a kind of beauty other sensors couldn’t: potentially catastrophic damage had been reduced to the purity of square pixels blasting away from the MAD polygon like fireworks in an old video game, like a packet of metal playing cards being tossed into the air, Fifty-Two Pickup style.

      Couldn’t tell what he hit, but the stumbling ’Mech went down, transformed from a standing, vaguely humanoid shape to a smaller metal mound in the snow.

      Asheton’s company unleashed hell again, the mini-quake juddering Michael’s aim even harder this time. More Capellan metal staggered from the hits; others hesitated as elements of Cross Three, somewhere deeper into the snow, swung the trap closed. It would be all textbook from here.

      Or would it?

      There was that damn itch again. Though Fortune Charlie had the initiative and the upper hand, something was wrong.

      Even the greenest McCarron’s Armored Cavalry company would never fall for such an obvious ploy as a hammer-and-anvil like this. And yet they had—or at least enough of them had to make it convincing.

      “Charlie Two, Cross Three-One,” the comm crackled. “Why aren’t you advancing?”

      Sweat slicked Michael’s fingertips on the controls as they flexed in his fingerless gloves. “Three-One, something doesn’t feel right here.”

      While traversing his ’Mech’s torso to scan for the next target, he glanced at the 360-degree vision strip. Had something—a light ’Mech, a battle-armored infantry platoon, something—managed to slip in behind him, to pincer their anvil somehow? No. Only other Crusaders ’Mechs stood behind him, all of them firing at the incoming Capellan force.

      Jerking his BattleMaster to the left, Michael fired his heavy PPC and dual light PPCs at the new target, an unidentified medium ’Mech. More pixelated artifacts erupted from the shape, but it did not go down like last time. To get a better shot, he maneuvered a few steps forward to edge around a slight rise while waiting for his weapons’ capacitors to recharge, but he never fired.

      When the next transmission came in over the comm channel for the entirety of Operation Cerberus, his trigger finger had turned into stone around the targeting stick.

      “Break, break, Scepter One is down, Scepter One is down. All units, Condition Magenta, Condition Magenta.”

      “Scepter” was code for this whole operation’s command unit.

      “Scepter One” was the First Prince. Julian Davion. The sole light in this quadrant of space.

      And Michael had no idea what Condition Magenta entailed.

      It took autocannon shells exploding across his BattleMaster’s torso to drag him back to the present, to register that only he had frozen in time while everyone else still fought. Muscle memory and instinct took over. Throttle bar up to the stops, ears registering only the pings announcing his PPCs had recycled. Fire, scan, fire. He strode up to the nearest magres blotch and used his gauntlet control to swing the 85-ton ’Mech’s right arm—handheld PPC and all—sideways into
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